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absTRacT
In the field of media practice education, project-based learning is utilized as a major 
pedagogic paradigm with the aim of mirroring professional practice within the 
curriculum. However, if the use of project-based learning is to be considered as more 
than just a way of administrating student activity, then educators need a critical 
understanding of how problem encounters order practice within the life cycle of a 
project. The drawing together of practice-based, project-based and problem-based 
approaches allows us to see the overlapping nature of these approaches and also 
differentiate them as unique pedagogies in their own right. It is argued here that 
this tension between similarity and difference requires a new way of thinking about 
mirroring professional practice within higher education, one which offers a theory 
of project-based learning as a productive pedagogy which places problem encounters 
at its heart.
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InTRoducTIon
Using problem-based learning as a framework for re-conceptualizing what it 
is ‘to do a project’, this article aims to provide a way of thinking about the phil-
osophical underpinnings of media practice learning and teaching. The topic 
will be explored in the context of a level 3, work-related learning module on a 
media production degree at a UK university. The module required students to 
undertake the production of a short viral video for an external client utilizing 
the framework of a live project to deliver the outcome. Such modules aim to 
develop a range of abilities in students that will enhance their future employ-
ability within the media and often frame these under the rubric of professional 
practice. In this instance, the module sat alongside other, less industry-facing 
modules within an overall programme of study, which included creative prac-
tical work as well as theory and industry context modules.
The range of discussion on the nature of professional practice, as found 
in the literature, utilizes a diverse set of terminologies that often seem, on 
first glance, to be synonymous. Terms such as work-, practice-, project- or 
problem-based learning are sometimes used interchangeably. Invariably, this 
presents a number of difficulties for those who wish to critically analyse what 
it is that we are doing as educators. This article will attempt to clarify some 
of these definitions as they relate to the notion of professional practice within 
the media industries and how this relates to media practice education.
In this field, capabilities for professional practice are so much a part of the 
repertoire of media educators that, in the words of Heidegger, they are ready 
at hand, and thus seemingly invisible to those designing and delivering such 
courses. Instead, the focus (not unreasonably so) tends to be on creativity, 
aesthetics and the production of meaning, while professional capabilities are 
often sidelined. It is argued here that these capabilities cannot be separated 
out from the kind of qualities that enable the practitioner to actualize their 
personal creativity. In order to properly investigate the relationship between 
these two sides of the same coin, it is first necessary to make these hidden 
qualities present at hand, so the idea of practice can be clearly understood as 
an unfolding of the creative aspect within a context of professional capability.
Not unexpectedly, such a move often leads to cries of vocationalism from 
other educators within the sector, who fear the agenda being set by govern-
ment, employers and other institutional bodies such as Skillset. This is not an 
unrealistic fear and indeed the pressure from outside the academy has been 
almost entirely focused on the employers’ agenda. It is clear that this agenda 
seeks to determine the curriculum content of media practice education within a 
narrow set of instrumental criteria, largely based around the notion of compe-
tencies. As has been argued elsewhere (Hanney 2005), such an agenda fails to 
recognize that it is the capabilities for action within a professional context that 
are the lifeblood of creative performance.
The desire to address this tension has led to the development of a variety 
of differing pedagogic formulations, one being the use of live projects. Here, a 
project is utilized as a means for setting up learning activities that will deliver 
some form of product or service to an end user at the project’s conclusion, 
often to an external business client. However, if the use of a project is to be 
considered as more than just a way of administrating student activity, then 
educators need a critical understanding of the way in which learning occurs 
within a project. To focus merely on the end result of a project ignores much 
of what takes place during the process of the project. It appears to sideline 
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the experiential aspect of undertaking a project and thus ignores many of 
the important capabilities that are developed during practice. It is argued 
here that it is the problem encounters situated at the heart of a project life 
cycle that generate the learning for students engaged in practice.
GeTTInG all THe ducKs In a Row: THe value of pRofessIonal 
pRacTIce
There is real value to thinking about media practice education within a general 
model of learning for professional practice, not just because it offers a way 
of thinking about how media graduates can be construed as job-ready. Many 
of the creative and critical qualities we hope to inculcate into our students 
are also qualities professional practitioners aspire to. However, the develop-
ment of creative and critical qualities is synonymous in every sense with the 
development of capabilities for professional practice. The two cannot be sepa-
rated. They emerge from, and are concomitant with, each other. Indeed, it 
is not just the drive towards vocationalism that generates the need for a place 
for the teaching of capabilities of professional practice within the curriculum. 
They have always been there, hidden and unacknowledged – labelled, as 
they so often are, as key, transferable or employability skills and thus of no 
real importance. The inclusion or shaping of learning experiences that would 
develop these capabilities is a necessity precisely because they are already 
deeply embedded in media practice as professional practice.
For example, the successful production of a short documentary video 
would include a requirement for the recording of sound at acceptable levels, 
the correct exposure of the camera, and so on – competencies of a technical 
nature in this case, though there are a range of others that could be drawn 
on to support the example. There would also be a need to deploy knowledge 
of aesthetics (e.g., authorship and style) and production of meaning (e.g., 
short choice and sequence ordering), along with, perhaps, a deep considera-
tion of ethics and the nature of representation. Buried within these commonly 
acknowledged domains of practice are a range of other skills such as negotiat-
ing access, managing relationships and, among others, the ability to improvise 
given a sudden change in circumstances: skills that are just as necessary to the 
completion of a documentary video production as those of a more practical 
or theoretical nature. In fact, these capabilities only overtly emerge through 
‘practice’ and can properly be seen as the fruit of this synthesis between prac-
tical and the theoretical in action. These hidden skills are not only impor-
tant because they are transferable and therefore add value to the curriculum, 
but they are also synonymous with notions of professional practice as they are 
understood by media professionals.
Historically, the term professional practice refers to the trinity of divinity, 
law and medicine as fields which require extended training, a high standard 
of ethics, specialized knowledge and expertise. As a result, these professions 
have been viewed as high-status fields of practice. Over the decades, this 
triumvirate has broadened to include engineering, architecture and account-
ing among others, thus reflecting the ascendancy of these particular fields of 
professional practice within contemporary society. More recently, the term 
professional is now utilized to describe any undertaking or employment activ-
ity that requires specialized knowledge and expertise, including those in the 
field of creative arts and media. Musicians, artists, film-makers and designers 
all now refer to themselves as professional practitioners.
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Professional practice in the field of media, as in any field that thinks of 
itself in these terms, is usually thought of as requiring extended periods of 
training at work, or on the job. Learning by doing is a firmly rooted rubric within 
the media sector and is widely accepted as the best way to learn within the 
industry. In common with other professions, media practitioners are expected 
to have high ethical standards in relation to the challenges faced within their 
own field of practice. This might, for example, include attitudes towards truth-
fulness, accountability, accuracy and objectivity. A high level of specialist 
theoretical knowledge across a broad range of subjects is also a necessity, as 
many occupational roles are inherently interdisciplinary in nature. The media 
practitioner needs to be able to apply this knowledge, often in changing and 
difficult circumstances, whilst requiring a complex set of personal capabili-
ties. There is also a requirement for high-level craft skills, that is, the ability to 
manipulate technology, tools and equipment in synthesis with the application 
of theoretical knowledge. Whatever the field, it is generally accepted that it is 
through practice that these qualities are acquired and with experience of prac-
tice comes an intuitive capability for creative problem-solving.
Here then is a contextualizing discourse through which educators have 
constructed a mode of learning that is often labelled as practice-based: a 
mode that, while primarily found in areas of education that see themselves 
as highly vocational, is also commonly utilized in creative, design and media 
courses. Within faculties delivering such courses, the term practice-based is 
widely understood by staff and students as construing a particular style of 
learning, the value of which is roundly celebrated by university managers and 
industry employers (Shreeve and Sims 2006). To give one example, the use of 
practice-based teaching in media is, in part, a response to the need to develop 
the learners’ ability to plan and direct their own practice. Being able to plan 
for practice is not just about being able to initiate an activity and deliver an 
output in an instrumental sense. There is an inherent need for the learner to 
evaluate, analyse and synthesize as part of the creative process, a process that 
is time-bound and involves complex interactions with the world. This folding 
in of the instrumental and creative within an activity resonates strongly with 
the kind of capabilities that identify someone as a professional practitioner.
The Practice-Based Professional Learning Centre for Excellence in Teaching 
and Learning, a government-funded Centre for Excellence in Teaching and 
Learning (CETL) at the Open University, offers the following definition:
By practice-based learning we mean learning which arises out of, or is 
focused on, working practice in a chosen job, voluntary work, career, 
or profession. This encompasses courses and learning activities which 
are linked to formal work placements, those which require the applica-
tion of course ideas in a work setting and those which build on experi-
ence gained in a work setting. Practice-based learning raises student 
employability and promotes learning outcomes that are hard to develop 
through conventional courses.
(Fenton-O’Creevy 2005)
While this definition is in some ways transferable to the context of media 
practice education, there is here an assumption that practice-based learn-
ing occurs only in the workplace. There is also an assumption that this kind 
of learning is ideally situated within a real-world complex and would focus 
on ‘learning for the workplace’ where ‘practice drives the use of theory’ 
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(Boud and Costley 2007), as opposed to self-directed student learning, which 
would typically be focused on the acquisition of ‘disciplinary knowledge’ and 
the ‘privileging of theory over practice’ (Boud and Costley 2007). It would 
seem that if we accept this definition and the subsequent conclusion that 
practice-based equals work-based learning, the assumption is that capabilities 
for professional practice can only be acquired through programmes of study 
that occur in the workplace.
This problem has led to the development of a plethora of alternative models 
for practice-based learning within higher education, such as work-related 
learning and its siblings, where simulated work experiences are modelled 
within the curriculum and undertaken entirely on campus. Here, work situa-
tions are constructed and role-played with the hope that the experience will 
transfer to real practice at a later stage. These kinds of learning are useful, 
but lack the dynamic context of real-world practice. Consequently, they are 
unlikely to generate truly transferable learning experiences as students are 
unlikely to see the connectedness of skills, knowledge and process that they 
would be exposed to in a real working environment. Furthermore, if practice-
based learning is to be situated, context dependent and applied (PBPL 2009), 
then the learner needs to take on a role that would normally be undertaken by 
a professional practitioner.
The difficulty here is that learners may not have the necessary experience 
to be able to operate effectively in a professional working environment. For 
example, an expert-practitioner would be able to utilize what Dreyfus and 
Dreyfus (2005) have described as intuitive ‘situational discriminations’ involv-
ing a degree of critical thinking that emerges from an accumulated experi-
ential knowledge base. This intuitive knowledge accumulates experientially 
through successive iterations of work activities and is the foundation for what 
it is to be a professional. Students are unlikely to be able to develop these 
kinds of high-level capabilities working in simulated situations. For under-
graduates to move beyond the category of novice practitioner, there is a need 
to construct ‘situated learning opportunities’ (Kane 2007) that expose them to 
the challenges of the real world, mirroring the iterative learning experiences of 
professional practitioners.
GeTTInG all THe ducKs In a Row: THe Real-woRld-ness of 
lIve bRIefs
Practice-based learning has a long history in the tradition of art and design 
education. Historically, the transmission of knowledge in these fields evolved 
out of the master/apprentice model, in which the expert provides training 
for a novice, usually on a one-to-one basis. The training under a master was 
more often than not vocational in nature, the master’s main concern being 
their trade rather than teaching, and the apprentice would be put to work 
serving this goal. The novice would learn by mastering the work of the expert, 
not just copying technique but also by learning the creative process of idea 
generation, problem-solving and work processes. In this model, the power 
of learning rests in the hands of the master and thus severely limits the free-
dom of the novice to experiment and explore creatively outside of the narrow 
realm of the master’s practice. In addition, the number of apprentices one 
master could support at any one time limited the number of students who 
could complete what was often a long and arduous period of study. Within 
the art and design traditions, this model continued until the beginning of 
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the 1900s when schools of art and design were founded. Though they still 
employed a master/apprentice model, the master’s relationship was now to 
a class of novices. They passed on their expertise by setting tasks and exer-
cises which the master would oversee by looking over the shoulder and directing 
the appropriate action until the work was considered satisfactory according to 
their standards (Barlowe, Pearson and Price 1999).
During the 1960s, a social-cultural model (Shreeve and Sims 2006) of art 
practice began to be adopted, reflecting a changing cultural landscape and 
the re-conceptualization of the nature of art. During this period the role of 
master shifted towards that of ‘facilitator, enabler and co-learner’ (Shreeve 
and Sims 2006). This transformation became popularized as the studio-arts 
model, a student-centred approach where investigation, research, experi-
mentation, reflection and personal exploration was encouraged. During this 
period, the idea of learning for professional practice took a hold in the field 
of design education, a field that has always been firmly tied to the production 
of an aesthetic, cultural or communicative output of some kind. In contrast to 
the arts, design education recognizes that there are constraints surrounding 
professional practice and that creativity in this context is a response to those 
constraints. Consequently, the use of briefs as a means for initiating student 
enquiry easily differentiates the two fields. For example, it would be common 
to give a design student a detailed brief, tied to clearly identified learning 
outcomes. Whereas in the field of arts education, it would be more likely that 
the student would develop their own brief through a process of reflection, 
experimentation and tutor-led critique.
In both of these approaches, students would work on tasks that were either 
open ended, as in the case of arts-based subjects, or might have a specifi-
cally determined output, as in the case of design-based subjects. The empha-
sis in both, however, was on the student as learner exploring the subject 
‘through creative investigation, research and experimentation, engaged in 
cognitive, physical, and affective interactions involving aesthetic concepts, 
self-knowledge, memory, imagination, and feedback from tools and mate-
rials’ (James 1996: 146). Over time, agencies outside of academia began to 
collaborate with educators on the writing of briefs in order to further frame 
the learning experience within the context of professional practice. This inter-
action with external clients seemingly added a real-world-ness to the learn-
ing experience and consequently the term live brief was adopted in order to 
contextualize it as a real, rather than simulated, learning experience.
For example, in the case study that follows below, students were provided 
with a real brief by a company engaged in the business-to-business marketing 
of electronic components. The company made an argument to the students for 
a real business need and even brought one of their own clients into the part-
nership. Thus the company was able to provide a real product that would form 
the basis of the students’ video production activities. While the project was for 
the client an experiment in viral video marketing, it none the less satisfied a 
real business need for them. The students meanwhile gained an opportunity to 
work on a real project for a real business. Though the project was constrained 
by a set of business needs, the creative decisions about content, form and style 
were left to the students, who were supported on-campus by the academic 
staff and off-campus by the managing director of the client company.
A live brief, then, is a form of practice-based learning that moves between 
work-based and campus-centred learning, providing a situated experience 
within which novice practitioners can operate.
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As a tool for shaping the learning experience, it is essentially a construc-
tivist pedagogy which aims to develop self-directive, creative and innova-
tive learners, who, through an encounter with problems that challenge their 
existing knowledge, ideas and beliefs, are able to create new knowledge 
(Richardson 2003). The use of live briefs mirrors the way in which profession-
als learn through their own practice and rise from the position of novice to 
expert. Within this framework there is ample room for students to employ 
personal strategies of creativity, innovation and self-expression. In fact, this is 
perhaps one of the more important outcomes and will be roundly valued by 
students, staff, clients and employers.
GeTTInG all THe ducKs In a Row: THe pRoblem of pRojecTs
Media practice education has historically emerged from the tradition of the 
studio-arts model. Indeed, the tradition is still largely celebrated today in media 
schools where creativity, aesthetics and the production of meaning are highly 
valued. The opportunity for students to experiment with forms of narrative and 
style is also still widely encouraged within higher education. What has changed 
is the growing recognition of media practice as a professional practice, reflecting 
the evolution of the industry over the last 30 years. In the past, educators have 
largely conceptualized media practice as a monolithic mode of production orien-
tated towards independent production by auteurs. Now the concept of media 
practice includes an increasingly divergent range of activities, including broad-
cast television, cable television, DVD production and online and mobile media. 
Consequently, the increased demand for media artefacts by businesses, commu-
nities and institutions now offers a diverse range of opportunities for educators 
seeking to collaborate with outside agencies. These changes, along with the 
increased pressure on media educators from the government and employers to 
demonstrate a vocational element within the curriculum, has encouraged the 
rapid adoption of pedagogic forms typically found in other subjects, such as 
live briefs. A simple search of the Internet using the keywords media education 
live brief will demonstrate the wide-scale adoption of this approach within the 
sector. This is not to say that the curriculum has been given over wholesale to 
the use of live briefs, but clearly they have become integral to media practice 
education and are seen as an important marketing tool. This would suggest that 
students, parents and employers all see a real value to this kind of learning.
The use of projects in media practice education is deeply embedded in 
the curriculum, and consequently the term live brief is commonly rendered as 
live project, that is to say, within the field the two terms are synonymous and 
are often used interchangeably, as are the terms practice-based and project-
based. This use of projects as a scaffolding for practice-based learning has a 
long tradition though there has been little critical enquiry as to the nature of 
this tool. Even so, it has become an organizing principle for media practice 
education and constitutes a specific form of practice-based learning, that of 
project-based learning. As used here, the term project-based learning refers to
[…] an instructional approach built upon authentic learning activities 
that engage student interest and motivation. These activities are 
designed to answer a question or solve a problem and generally reflect 
the types of learning and work people do in the everyday world outside 
the classroom.
(PBLO 2012)
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Thus project-based learning is more than just a convenient method of organ-
izing students around curriculum delivery. It can also be a productive peda-
gogy in its own right, assuming of course that it is recognized that it is the 
problem encounters at the heart of any project-based activity that are the 
motor for this pedagogy.
It would seem simple then for educators to draw on the discipline of 
project management for a range of tools and techniques that would aid them 
in the design and delivery of project-based learning activities. However, 
while the subject discipline of project management might be useful frame-
work for those who may wish to further their theoretical understanding of 
project processes, the terminology is too opaque for students who are perhaps 
meeting this jargon for the first time. Students also struggle with some of the 
conceptual ideas inherent in project management methodologies, even after 
the process has been scaled down and complex jargon smoothed over. Ideas 
such as project risk, for example, bring with them layered complexities of a 
deeply conceptual nature which are difficult to communicate to students in 
a simple and timely manner. In addition, many of the standard techniques 
for managing projects bring with them a significant administrative overhead, 
adding to the amount of work students need to do. Work that they feel has 
little value to them.
Similar difficulties arise when trying to adopt the kinds of methods 
commonly utilized in the media industry, as the particular forms and models 
of project management found in this sector are too numerous to try to capture 
in one simple model. Furthermore, many of the larger institutions, such as the 
BBC, ITV and the feature film production sector have developed their own 
individual terminology, roles and process tools that are specific to their own 
internal practices. The increased fragmentation of this sector and the contin-
ued emergence of new technologies also muddy the waters, introducing as it 
does new work-flows in response to new business models. In addition, small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), sole traders and micro-businesses 
(possibly the mainstay of the industry now) are all likely to have devel-
oped their own personalized methods for managing projects, rendering any 
attempt to adopt a common framework based around an industry standard 
as nonsensical.
For most purposes the familiar paradigm of ‘script to screen’ is perhaps 
enough to capture the work-flow common to most media production activities, 
with its familiar stages of pre-production, production and post-production. 
The need to be able to fit these activities within an educational context, which 
prioritizes the learning experience over professional practice, is also a deter-
miner when evaluating project management methodologies. As educators, 
there is a requirement to adopt that which is most appropriate to the educa-
tional context, and this choice should be informed by our understanding of 
the relationship between problems, creativity and process. Otherwise, there is 
a tendency to utilize tools and techniques purely because that is the way it has 
always been done or to satisfy a supposed educational need.
Following West (2002) and Von Stamm (2003), the creative process can 
be conceptualized in two parts: that of innovation, followed by implementa-
tion. For them, innovation emerges in response to a problem encounter for 
which a solution is required. The act of solving the problem includes a process 
of analysis, evaluation and synthesis in order to determine how the solution 
could best be implemented. This two-step process resonates strongly with 
the literature on small-scale project management (Bentley 2005, 2006), which 
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suggests that a project can also be broken down into two distinct stages: that 
of initiating and then delivering a project. What is valuable here is that having 
moved to a position where we can examine a project life cycle in two parts, it 
then becomes possible to look at the differing types of problem encountered 
at the heart of each stage. This is useful because projects are dynamic, non-
linear and essentially chaotic in nature. The types of problem encountered 
on a project vary over its life cycle and may change rapidly from moment 
to moment. This uncertainty is important pedagogically since it mirrors real-
world experience and generates new learning.
Rethinking a project as a two-stage process also opens the doorway to 
a critical view of project-based learning that draws on the extensive litera-
ture in the field of problem-based learning (Barrows 1994, 1996; Barrows and 
Tamblyn 1980; Boud and Feletti 1991; Savin-Baden 2000). This is a mode of 
learning which organizes itself around an encounter with an ill-structured 
or messy problem (Uden and Beaumont 2006), as a way of promoting inde-
pendent learning and recognizing the need for learners to acquire practical 
problem-solving skills in relation to areas of disciplinary or interdisciplinary 
knowledge. Having emerged from within the field of medical education in the 
1970s, problem-based learning is well suited to the requirements of learning 
for professional practice. Its adoption outside of the medical field started in 
the 1990s when other subjects delivering learning for professional programs 
such as architecture, engineering and law started to utilize problem-based 
approaches. Since the 1990s the use of problem-based learning has matured as 
a pedagogic theory and is now firmly embedded in a wide range of subjects.
However, there is considerable difficulty with applying problem-based 
learning approaches to practical work in media education, since, in this kind 
of practice, there is never one singular, linear problem at play. The activities 
undertaken by students are complex and non-linear, while the nature and 
kinds of interactions involved, that is, those between the project team members 
as well as with those outside of the project, are unpredictable. In fact, there 
are a multiplicity of problems at play during the life cycle of a project, each 
requiring a different approach to facilitation. Furthermore, while the problem-
based approach is eminently suited to interdisciplinary learning, on a student-
led project the exact nature of the knowledge that is to be learned may not be 
fully realized until a solution to a problem has been proposed, posing diffi-
culties in relation to planning support for a project. When undertaking a live 
project it may also be necessary to specify the form of a solution, for example, a 
5-minute video, whereas generally problem-based learning specifically avoids 
determining the outcome of an activity, preferring that the activity be open-
ended. Consequently, it is not possible to take just one problem-based learn-
ing model and map it onto a project life cycle. Instead, it is necessary to adopt 
a more flexible solution that draws on many different approaches.
Savin-Baden (2007) has proposed the notion of a ‘constellation’ as a way 
of describing the way in which differing problem-based learning activities 
overlap and intersect in particular configurations or patterns. The notion of a 
constellation helps us to see that there are patterns not just within the types 
of problem-based learning but across the different fields of practice. The use 
of constellations allows us to categorize problem-based learning approaches 
according to problem type, form of interaction, form of facilitation, focus of 
assessment and learning emphasis. In this way, the mode of knowledge that 
is to be designated as disciplinary knowledge becomes the framing char-
acteristic. For example, is the knowledge students are expected to acquire 
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propositional, performance orientated, interdisciplinary or trans-disciplinary 
or does it require students to work within knowledge spaces that are diverse 
or ill defined (Savin-Baden 2000)?
Thus the notion of a constellation gives us a lens that we can now turn 
towards the relationship between project-based and problem-based learn-
ing, one that offers the possibility for mapping differing types of problem 
encounters against the two stages of a project. Following West (2002) and 
Von Stamm (2003), the terms innovation stage and implementation stage 
have been adopted in order to show how, over time, the kinds of problems 
encountered on a project are of differing domains:
Innovation stage: •	 problem-based learning for critical contestability 
(Savin-Baden 2000) generates critical, creative questioning, promotes 
innovation, encourages brainstorming, idea generation, creative problem-
solving and group working and is essentially non-hierarchical.
Implementation stage:•	  problem-based learning for interdisciplinary 
understanding (Savin-Baden 2000) is process led; its goal is that of imple-
mentation, doing practice; it is goal orientated, is organized through 
actions, involves team working and is essentially hierarchical.
With this in mind, it becomes possible to revisit our project management 
processes and select tools appropriate to the two different stages: tools that 
help us to structure the learning experience in a way that reflects the particu-
lar problem domain at play. Thus, we can strip back our project management 
methodology to bare bones and only use what is pedagogically necessary.
For example, as a minimum during the innovation stage, there is a need 
to define the problem as students see it, set the context for a solution and 
describe exactly what the output might look like in technical terms (this last 
item is a practical necessity). There is also a need to undertake creative prob-
lem-solving that leads to the proposal of an effective solution which can then 
be presented to the client. This can be accomplished utilizing fairly common 
idea-generating activities such as brainstorming, mind-mapping and an 
extensive array of other techniques well documented elsewhere. There is also 
a need for the students to agree with all the stakeholders as to what exactly 
it is they will do and how they will do it, ideally, but not necessarily in writ-
ten form. In the professional world this agreement forms the basis of a legal 
contract, though of course in the educational realm this is not necessarily 
binding. It does, however, act as a point of departure; ‘this is our idea, now 
let’s do it’ functions as a boundary object setting out the scope of the project, as 
well as defining the relationships between those inside and those outside the 
project. Importantly, as a bare bones requirement, all of this is possible on two 
pages of paper, as what is known by project managers as a project initiation 
document (PID).
The second stage requires a different set of tools since it is goal orien-
tated and often includes complex logistical planning as well as the teaching 
of specialist media production skills. However, deployment of a traditional 
approach would require a detailed project plan, with its work breakdown 
structures (WBS), its complex timelines, role descriptions, budgets, resource 
allocations, risk assessments along with numerous other items: a document 
that would likely to be out of date before the students finish writing it and 
which would largely be ignored by students once it is submitted. Instead, it 
is suggested here that the adoption of a more flexible approach such as that 
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found in agile project management (Cohen 2005; DeCarlo 2004; Fischman 
2008; Griffiths 2006; Highsmith 2004) would better serve the pedagogic needs 
of the project team. A relative newcomer to the field, agile project manage-
ment has emerged from the software development industry. Here it has 
earned a reputation for enabling software developers to manage dynamic, 
chaotic, non-linear projects that require high levels of innovation and crea-
tivity. It is a learning-orientated approach and utilizes analysis, evaluation 
and synthesis as critical process tools. Adopting an agile project management 
approach, orientated around risk as an organizing principle (Hanney 2011), 
removes the need for students to produce redundant gatekeeping documents 
such as a traditional project plan. Instead, simple, easy-to-understand risk 
tools can be employed during project review meetings that will structure the 
students’ thinking, focus their decision-making and prioritize forthcoming 
actions. For example, a simple and effective tool for this sort of activity is the 
strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats (SWOT) technique, which challenges 
the students to think critically about their project at any moment in time.
Thus the idea of a constellation of learning elements reveals project-based 
and problem-based learning as one formulation, that of project-led problem-based 
learning, which Savin-Baden has designated elsewhere as ‘Constellation 3’ 
(Savin-Baden 2007). This model involves students in encounters with real-
world, non-linear problems where the focus of interaction is the project team. 
Rather than act as de facto project manager, the project is facilitated and not 
led by the course tutor. The learning emphasis is on project completion and the 
delivery of a creative product of some sort, and the focus of assessment is on the 
students’ critical reflection on their own learning. This is most usefully accom-
plished by asking the students to use the project initiation document (PID) as 
a starting point for the writing of their reflection. The aims and objectives in 
this document set a benchmark for success even if, during the project, the 
team undertakes wild excursions or radically alters their planned solution. 
Usefully, the model also embeds the experience of delivering a project as a 
set of transferable capabilities that will facilitate effective group working and 
enhance graduate employability. It also offers up a theoretical underpinning 
for thinking about project-based learning as a pedagogy: one in which the 
encounter with problems becomes the defining characteristic, mirroring the 
iterative experiential learning of professional practice.
case sTudy: acal TecHnoloGy – b2b vIRal vIdeos
The author had already been working closely over a number of years with 
a local business-to-business (B2B) technology marketing company, Napier, 
and its Managing Director Mike Maynard. The relationship started through a 
shared need. For the university, this was a need for work placements for level 2 
media studies students interested in careers in marketing, while for Napier 
they wanted to employ graduates who were work-ready, and they saw work 
placements as a way of identifying and training potential employees. This 
was a successful relationship that saw a number of placements turn into 
part-time and finally into a full-time employment on graduation. There was, 
however, a limit to the number of students Napier could place annually. In 
order to broaden the number of students involved, the partnership collabo-
rated on a series of live projects that would enable students to get real-world 
experience working as consultants for Napier. These were delivered as part of 
a level 2 media studies work-related learning module that offered students a 
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choice between work experience or undertaking a live project. Importantly, the 
projects undertaken by students all had a real business value to Napier and 
this was a crucial criterion when designing the project briefs. For example, 
Napier wanted to be able to incorporate the outputs of these projects into 
pitching documents used to secure new business, or use the material for the 
production of industry briefing papers.
In 2009, the author and Mike Maynard discussed the idea of developing 
a new strand of live projects that would be undertaken by media production 
students. Napier wanted to explore the business case for the use of viral videos 
as an online marketing tool. Specifically, Napier wanted to know if viral videos 
would work in the electronics B2B marketing sector and what form they might 
take. The brief was eventually presented to level 3 media production students 
engaged on a work-related learning module that aimed to develop workplace 
capabilities, while reflecting the kind of employment many of the students 
might find themselves doing after graduation. This module sat alongside 
other creative project work such as the final-year dissertation practical as well 
as other theory modules. It also linked directly with a final-semester module 
that supported students as they started to seek work opportunities.
The project was initiated with a presentation on marketing by Mike 
Maynard, setting out his vision for what a viral video in the B2B electronics 
marketing sector might involve. Previous experience of live projects of this 
kind indicated that the idea of B2B was a threshold concept for many students 
who were genuinely unfamiliar with the idea, so the module tutor followed 
up the marketing presentation with one contextualizing the project in rela-
tion to a B2B business model. Students were also provided with a copy of a 
Napier industry briefing paper, ‘The use of social media by electronic design 
engineers’ (Napier 2009). The content of this paper was based on research 
undertaken by media studies students on a previous live project investigat-
ing the use of online social networks in electronics marketing, and it provided 
a material context for the project brief. The research in the paper revealed 
that whilst engineers are making use of online tools to communicate and 
collaborate, particularly on Internet forums and the LinkedIn online social 
network, there appeared to be a significant resistance to social media and viral 
marketing amongst a large section of the engineering audience. This was the 
basis of the ill-structured and messy problem with which the students were 
presented. Thus the project brief tasked students to create fun viral videos 
incorporating electronic components that would indirectly promote the serv-
ices of ACAL Technology, which Napier had brought into the partnership as 
project sponsors.
The innovation stage required students to first of all produce a one-page 
project definition document based on the briefings from Napier and their tutor. 
This document stated the students’ aims and objectives, setting the project in 
a business context as well as setting out what they thought they would deliver 
at the end of the allotted time span. The business case for the project was 
often the element of the document students found most difficult. The idea of 
B2B was new to students who, in general, had only ever been employed in the 
business-to-consumer (B2C) sector, requiring them to reconfigure their own 
personal understanding of the nature of business. Clearly, for a live project, 
the business case is extremely important, and the author found that pushing 
the students to write a business case was worthwhile. In addition, this docu-
ment set out in detail what would be delivered, by whom and by when, along 
with any technical information that needed to be agreed in advance.
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Once the project definition had been signed off by the tutor, there followed 
an idea-generating session, with students working in groups facilitated by 
their tutor. Here, standard brainstorming techniques were utilized, with 
students generating as many ideas as possible. These would then be reviewed, 
modified or combined. The groups would then generate criteria for evaluating 
their ideas, which could be used to edit the list down to ten ideas. These were 
then presented to their peers for feedback before each group prioritized a final 
list of three ideas. This process was group focused and the tutor encouraged 
non-hierarchical relationships within the student groups. The students then 
undertook as self-directed study the selection of a final idea and the writing 
of a second one-page document, a project proposal. This took the form of a 
pitching document that identified the problem as it was seen in a clear writ-
ten statement, along with a solution that addressed the aims and objectives 
outlined in the project definition. The document included a descriptive element 
that pitched or in some way described what the final video would look and 
sound like. Together, these two pages formed the project initiation document 
(PID). This document serves to fix students’ ideas, provides a basis for further 
planning and offers a reference point for discussion and reflection at a later 
stage. This completed the first stage of the project life cycle.
The implementation stage then required the students to organize them-
selves into teams by assigning specific roles to individual members. The proc-
ess of delivering the project saw their tutor step further back and they were 
encouraged to become self-organizing based around a typical media produc-
tion hierarchy. The aim was for them to take control of the project and allow 
the tutor to merely facilitate rather than for the tutor to be the de facto project 
manager, a situation that often occurs when students are dependent on their 
tutor due to overly didactic project gatekeeping or staging. Weekly tutorials 
with students were configured as project review meetings utilizing the well-
known strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats (SWOT) tool as a means for 
critically evaluating the project. The tutorial would centre around a discussion 
of these categories and subsequently students would produce an action plan 
for the follow weeks’ activities. In this way, students were encouraged to iden-
tify problems as they encountered them and prioritize actions accordingly.
Each project generated its own set of unique problems and required the 
students to generate solutions, having identified the resources available to 
them. These resources included additional technical workshops where partic-
ular skill gaps had been identified by the student team. Generally, problems 
during this stage were typically focused on creativity and how ideas which 
were often very ambitious could be achieved. For example, having under-
taken a test shoot, a group of students realized how difficult it would be to 
deliver their idea. Rather than abandon their initial idea, the students were 
encouraged to stick to their plan and in this way work creatively to solve the 
problem, consequently reworking their idea into a more practical solution and 
thereby further developing critical skills and experience. Other problems faced 
during this phase were of a logistical nature and required students to develop 
capabilities in relation to communication, negotiation, planning and decision-
making. Of course, the usual issue of group working often dominated discus-
sions with students whose projects were falling behind schedule and this 
often fuelled another learning curve for the project participants.
Students were in regular contact with Napier, having agreed to a protocol 
for contacting Mike Maynard, who was very accommodating and offered a 
great deal of support to those students who took the opportunity to utilize this 
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resource. The tutor also acted as interlocutor between the university, external 
organizations and student teams, though it was the students’ responsibility to 
negotiate terms and conditions for their activities with these bodies. As the 
project deadline approached, the tutor spent time with each team reviewing 
camera rushes and rough edits, offering feedback and advice as appropriate.
The final videos were judged against a range of criteria, including produc-
tion quality, audience engagement and the likelihood that it would spread 
virally, by a panel of judges from ACAL and Napier. The winning team was 
awarded £100 worth of iTunes vouchers. At the end of a fun exercise, the 
students had gained experience of working with real businesses on a project 
that had a real business value to all of those involved. The problem encoun-
ters they faced mirrored that of real-world video production activities and 
included a mix of creative, logistical and people management issues. The 
assessment asked the students to write a critical reflection using their project 
initiation document (PID) as a starting point for reflecting on the project’s proc-
ess and their own role as a team member. A mark for each video was also 
awarded, taking into account feedback from Napier and ACAL representa-
tives. In addition, a student-led peer assessment of their own group working 
was factored into the result. All the videos were used by ACAL Technology in 
their online marketing campaigns, and Napier have since produced other viral 
videos for their clients, often working with graduates from the media produc-
tion course at the university.
The videos can be seen here•	 : youtube.com/ACALTech
Templates for the PID documents can be found here•	 : wikipedia.org/wiki/Small-
scale_project_management
conclusIon
The project-led problem-based learning model presented here offers a way 
forward in the design and delivery of media practice-based curricula that 
has a real-world value to students and a real business benefit to poten-
tial clients or project sponsors. By moving in this direction and by adapting 
existing programmes through the addition of project-led problem-based learn-
ing approaches, it will be possible to draw on the range of tools offered by 
contemporary approaches to the management of projects and to engage 
with the question of ‘what it is we do when we do this thing called a project’ 
(Hodgson and Cicmil 2006), in a way that recognizes the particularities of this 
concept within an educational setting. Agile project management is a rela-
tively new and exciting addition to the growing collection of methods avail-
able for adoption by educators utilizing live projects. The manifesto for agile 
project management puts an emphasis on
Individuals and interactions over processes and tools; creative solutions 
over comprehensive documentation; team working and collaboration 
over didactic formal organisation; responding to change over following 
a plan.
(The Agile Alliance 2001)
In many ways this manifesto is aligned so closely with the principles underpin-
ning project-led problem-based learning that it almost begs for the model to be 
called agile learning: a form of learning that is student centred, values creativity 
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and problem-solving as fundamental learning outcomes, yet at the same time 
celebrates the kinds of capabilities for professional practice that have for so 
long been relegated to second place in a taxonomy of educational outcomes. 
What is important to note here is that a live brief need not always be a corporate 
or commercial-style video production. Other topics such as local history, pop 
promos, social action, mental health care and environmental subjects have all 
been explored in practice by the author. Each of these topics not only devel-
oped the core skills required of a media practice curriculum but also engaged 
the students with interdisciplinary concerns that emerge from their problem-
solving activities. This drawing together of practice-based, project-based and 
problem-based approaches under the umbrella of the project-led problem-based 
learning model prefaces an ontological shift in the conceptualization of media 
practice education which places problem encounters at its heart.
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